the elderly to live independently in their own homes. The first efforts towards having socially assistive robotic systems for the elderly have been focused towards constructing robot-pet companions aimed at reducing stress and depression [5, 11] .
In addition to the growing elderly population, other large user populations represent ideal beneficiaries of socially assistive robotics. Those include individuals with physical impairments and those in rehabilitation therapy, where socially assistive technology can serve to improve not only mobility [12] but also for outcomes in recovery.
Finally, individuals with cognitive disabilities and developmental and social disorders (e.g., autism [2]) constitute another growing population that could benefit from assistive robotics in the context of special education, therapy, and training.
In order to be able to aid the target user populations, an effective socially assistive robot must understand and interact with its environment, exhibit social behavior, and focus its attention and communication on the user in order to help the user achieve specific goals. Social behavior plays an important role in the assistance of people with special needs. We believe that an adaptive, reliable and user-friendly hands-off therapist robot that can provide an engaging and motivating customized therapy protocol to participants in laboratory, clinic, and ultimately, home environments, can establish a very complex and complete human-robot relationship. Therefore, such robots must be endowed with human-oriented interaction skills and capabilities to learn from us or to teach us, as well as to hal-00770126, version 1 -23 Jul 2013
Author manuscript, published in "International Journal of the Robotics Society of Japan (JRSJ) 24, 5 (2006) 576-578" Given these goals, socially assistive robotics poses multi-faceted challenges that require the consideration of the issues discussed in the next section.
Challenges of Socially Assistive Robotics
Socially assistive robotics is a very challenging domain in part because it involves interactions with vulnerable users, which involves a variety of sensitive ethical issues. She is a recipient of the NSF Career Award, the IEEE Robotics and Automation Society Early Career Award, the MIT TR100 Innovation Award, and the USC School of Engineering Junior Research Award. Her research is aimed at endowing robots with the ability to help people and involves systems ranging from individual assistants (for convalescence, rehabilitation, training, education) to cooperative robot teams and problems of intelligent control and learning in complex, high dimensional/high degree of freedom systems that integrate perception, representation, and interaction with people. Research details are found at http://robotics.usc.edu/interaction/.
